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CHAPTER I
AN OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
Lawrence Durrell has written The Alexandria Quartet
in a form he considers modern and which he has labeled a
"continuum."

In this continuum the first three novels of

the quartet occur at the same place in time and treat the
same characters and incidents with the point of view and
interpretation changing in each of the novels; the fourth
novel then constitutes a sequel.

Throughout this general

framework of abstract time established by the continuum,
the motif of the grotesque is woven, constantly evident,
attempting to force an awareness of the sordid aspects of

,,

humanity as well as those of a less unpleasant nature.
When this awareness occurs, Durrell feels the view of humanity and life is more complete and therefore more real.

This

plea for the acceptance of reality, however, must also be
seen in terms of the basic form of the novels, that of the
continuum, which establishes the relativity of all aspects
of the modern world.

Thus, the reality sought, after an

awareness of its possible existence is caused and a search
is instigated, is itself only relative.

And, since reality

is relative, the modern truth of modern life must, therefore,
also be relative.

CHAPTER II
THE STUDY
I.

THE FORM OF THE CONTINUUM

The Alexandria Quartet by Lawrence Durrell is a
series of four novels, Justine, Balthazar, Mountolive, and
Clea.

These novels are, in part due to their publication

in the order in which they are listed, designed to be read
in that order.

But, they are not novels of order.

That is,

they are not literary works which set a chronological time
pattern which must be followed and adhered to.

Instead,

this time-order which would appear to be necessary to a
series has been altered in form by the author to present
what he considers a new form for a new time.

Durrell feels

contemporary society cannot, and should not, rely upon old
forms for a new period.

He has, therefore, in this quartet

established, or at least experimented with, a contemporary
system for contemporary characters in a contemporary world.
Durrell, to make his experiment clear and to offer guidelines for understanding of this form in these novels,
offered an explanatory note as the introduction to Balthazar,
the second of the four works:
Modern literature offers us no Unities, so I have
turned to science and am trying to complete a fourdecker novel whose form is based on the relativity
proposition.
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Three sides of space and one of time constitute the
soup-mix recipe of a continuum. The four novels follow
this pattern.
The three first parts, however, are to be deployed
spatially . . . and are not linked in a serial form.
They interlap, interweave, in a purely spatial relation. Time is stayed. The fourth part alone will
represent time and be a true sequel (1:vii).
Thus, what the author terms a continuum establishes the
form for the series of novels.
This series of novels, this continuum, is an attempt
to be "modern"--to show characters set in a world in which
all is in a state of movement.

This is the world of bombs

of unbelievable capacity for ruin, of weapons whose powers
of destruction tax the minds of any but the destruction
experts, of governments whose positions of power rely upon
the military one day and the populace the next with a coup
to follow on the third.

This is, in part, the modern, con-

temporary society which Durrell the artist is attempting to
translate for the modern, contemporary individual.

Nothing

in the fluxing, shifting, complex world can be established.
Nothing can be allowed as "that which is," or "that which
will be."

Consequently, since there is virtually nothing

admissible as the "exact" or the "sure," an attempt must be
made to stay time, the vehicle of the element of change,
and to fix, stain, dissect, and analyze some particular
phenomenon of this time.

Through this "scientific" method,

Durrell feels there is a chance to make some reasonable
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assumption based on careful study of what a given and particular situation is within itself.

If, perhaps, an isola-

tion can occur, and a statement of truth or belief can be
made about this isolate, something concrete can be ascertained as a part of this myriad of unknowns which is modern
society.
The segment of modern society Durrell selected upon
which to found his novels was Alexandria, Egypt.

This is

the place, the setting, for whatever it is that is termed
modern society.

This is a city of all colors, all casts,

the rich and poor, the honest and dishonest--it is a city
of all peoples engaged in all activities.

Durrell, the

artist, saw Alexandria as a city where he '' . . . had everything, different cultures, civilizations, religions, all
together; so I could, if I was clever, keep my paint from
drying until I had finished the whole canvas" (5:159).
With this locale, then, as the basis for the characters and
the action of the novels, theoretically the whole of society
was available for analysis.

And with this whole from which

to work, Durrell could write his

11

Big City Poem" (5:159),

selecting and classifying for study from unending and often
unrelated sources, each book going "its own way, subject
only to the form" (5:159).
This form, referred to as a continuum, and employing
a device of stayed time, establishes the first three of the
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novels of the Quartet at the same place in time.

Justine,

Balthazar, and Mountolive--all three treat the same material, characters, setting, place, and incidents, but from
different points of view and with, thereby, different interpretations.

Only Clea alters the basic time of the Quartet.

Confusions established in one novel become clarities in
another; simple situation, easily explained, become inexplainable complexities elsewhere.

Therefore, the reader,

after involvement in all three of the novels, finds himself
unable to establish any particular incident and "truth" in
terms of where or when it happened, or in terms of exactly
what happened.

Durrell refers to this aspect of the form

as "relativity," and feels it is vital to the form he has
constructed:
You are uncomfortable about relativity . . . .
Stereoscopic narrative, stereophonic personality. It
was just an idea. If you remember scenes or characters and can't quite remember which book they come in,
it proves that the four are the one work tightly
woven, doesn't it? The joiner is the reader, the continuum is his private pro~erty. One dimension in the
light of the other (6:163).
Justine, a primary character in the Quartet, represents this relativity.

She is variously a nymphomaniac, a

Lesbian, a woman enduring great pain for the child she has
lost, a help-meet of her husband for whom she will undergo
any adversity or humility, a shrew whose vicious remarks
embarrass all those around her, a common laborer on a
commune in Palestine, a sympathetic mother-image who tells
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a romantic fairy tale to a group of child prostitutes, a
former Arab street child who was raped by a practiced
lecher, a high-fashion society lady, a woman who has forsaken her heritage and religion for the purposes of her
husband.

Can one character embody all these facets?

at the same time?

And

Justine can and does, although each

facet is introduced separately, interpreted differently by
different characters, and presented in the midst of different settings and incidents in the progress of the Quartet.
Justine is only an isolated example of the relativity
ascribed to each of the characters.
is constant.

None of the characters

None can be delineated in any manner that can

be identified as concrete.

But then why should this delin-

eation necessarily be concrete?

Justine herself recognized

the complexity and multiplicity that could be made evident
in a character:
"Look! five different pictures of the same subject. Now if I wrote I would try for a multidimensional effect in character, a sort of prismsightedness. Why should not ~eople show more than
one profile at a time?" (3:27).
Time is, therefore, stayed to offer an opportunity
to isolate and interpret, albeit a multiple isolation and a
multiple interpretation.

In accomplishing this opportunity

for analysis, however, Durrell has also afforded the opportunity for the reader to realize that what is quickly noted
and recorded at any given moment and place is only an
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impression, and not any particular reality or truth.
Impressions are just what they appear--something that has
impressed, not necessarily something that has been and is.
And all impressions are relative--that is, they are dependent upon the whatever and whoever which serve to analyze,
or at least to admit:

"The mirror sees the man as beauti-

ful, the mirror loves the man; another mirror sees the man
as frightful and hates him; and it is always the same being
who produces the impressionn

(1:viii).

Durrell, then,

through this form of a continuum, this presentation of what
he terms as the

11

relativity,

11

has established a basis for

departure from the sheer story-telling capacities of the
Quartet.
II.

THE MOTIF OF THE GROTESQUE

The Alexandria Quartet is a series of stories and
intrigues involving the interworkings of characters and
incidents. 1

But these four novels, in addition to bring-

ing the news, have a greater purpose than that of recounting, albeit fictional recounting.

Durrell himself said in

an interview, "The Quartet is a yarn on one plane, and a
sort of poetic parable on another" (6:165).

Whatever

lThe reader unfamiliar with these works will find in
the Appendix summaries of the four novels comprising The
Alexandria Quartet.
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terminology is used to label or classify the manner or form
of "another plane," there is still "another."

And part of

the purpose of this additional plane of the Quartet is
accounted for in this same interview with Durrell:

"I

chose a modern frame in which to recount what I take to be
an age-old truth" (6:168).

Thus, by direct author state-

ment, the various characters of the Quartet are involved in
a search which will result in an "age-old truth."

Their

actions, their intrigues, their interworkings and involvements merely provide the plane on which they are forced to
work out whatever the answers to the questions of "truths"
might be.

And this plane of questioning, this

11

modern

frame," is in part comprised of the continuum form of the
novels.

However, this is only a part, for this continuum

is by its very nature primarily an overall structure of
"getting at 11 the several points of view and interpretations
necessary to ferret out the actual, real situations and
characters.
for analysis.

The continuum provides a method of overview
But there is, in addition to this aspect of

the form, another method for establishing the framework for
recounting a search for truth.

This additional method

employs the use and manipulation of certain and specified
repetitions of words, phrases, concepts, or ideas that recur
throughout the Quartet, providing at the conclusion of the
artist's handicraft, a particular meaning or flavor established through this insistence.
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The restatement of some facet involved in the body
of the novel fills in the framework of the point-of-view
analysis offered through the continuum, for by the deft and
consistent weaving of these repetitions, these motifs, a
particular pattern is achieved.

These motifs form the warp

and the woof of the fabric of the plot structure.

They

wend and course through the entirety of the conflict to
form their pattern of meaning in the final analysis--small
effects of a large result.
There are innumerable of these small effects of
motif employed in The Alexandria Quartet, many of which are
concerned or involved with the concepts of disfigurement,
dismemberment, disease, death, and illness of a ghastly
form,

i·~·

the grotesque, the macabre.

These qualities of

the grotesque are at times only slightly implied or referred
to, and at other times are microscopically drawn-out and
graphically illustrated.

They are presented through

innuendo, through off-handedness, through both passive and
active explanation.

But they are there within and involved

with every character, every incident.

And they are basic

to the very mass of the words that comprise the plot structure of the Quartet.

These motifs of the grotesque form

the core of the novels--the base.

And the base from which

this presentation, this parade of the grotesque is formed,
is the very setting of the Quartet:

Alexandria, her people,
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her streets and shops, her customs, her practices.

Alexan-

dria, a city of" . . . old women whose hair is full of the
blood of ticks . .

The black ribbon of flies attaching

itself to the lips and eyes of the children . . . " (3:24),
a city of

11

•••

girls who plied their raucous trade in

painted canvas booths among the stalls . . . brilliantly
lighted circumcision booths . . . with lurid cartoons of
the ceremony, painted and framed, and from whose lintel
hung a great glass jar cloying with leeches.

brass-

bound shoe-black's chair with their razors at the alert"
(1:156).

A great city under military siege whose ship-

clogged harbor saw "Human remains being hosed along the
scuppers by small figures with a tremendous patience and
quite impassively" (2:28-29), and whose desert mine-fields
II

. constituted something of a hazard, and the Bedouin

were often straying into them in the course of pasturing
. . . for the road was littered with glistening fragments
of shattered camel from some recent accident" (2:195).
"The city with its obsessive rhythms of death

II

(4:216), forming the setting for passive acceptance of
active horror:
. . . the Swedish vice-consul whose car had broken
down . . . . He had left his wife alone in it while
he walked to the nearest telephone-point in order
to ring up the consulate and ask them to send out
another car. He had arrived back to find her body
sitting normally on the back seat--without a head.
Police were summoned and the whole district combed.
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Some Bedouin encamped nearby were among those interrogated. While they were busy denying any knowledge of
the accident, out of the apron of one of the women
rolled the missing head. The¥ had been trying to
extract the gold teeth (3:153)·
Groundkeepers whose tongues have been cut out (3:163), old
servants with cropped ears (1:69), constant mention of
dwarfs, dervishes, "an immense eunuch with a carbuncle the
size of a brooch eating pastry.

A legless man propped on a

trolley, dribbling 11 (2:66)--all are a part of the Alexandria
of Durrell.

But, even in terms of the setting of the

Quartet, it is not only the mere mention of these qualities
of the grotesque that causes them to be noticed or felt-there is also the often-used graphic illustration that
probes and pries, wrenching from an incident all possible
horror, and thereby forcing even greater involvement:
A camel has collapsed from exhaustion in the street
outside the house. It is too heavy to transport to
the slaughter-house so a couple of men come with
axes and cut it up there and then in the open street,
alive. They hack through the white flesh--the poor
creature looking ever more pained, more aristocratic,
more puzzled as its legs are hacked off. Finally
there is the head still alive, the eyes open, looking
around. Not a scream of protest. The animal submits
like a palm-tree. But for days afterwards the mud
street is soaked in its blood and our bare feet are
printed by the moisture (3:62).
and again:
. . . a train of shuffle-footed camels which were a
present for the populace from Narouz--they were to be
cut up and devoured . . . . The camels of Narouz were
being cut up for the feast. Poor things, they knelt
there peacefully with their forelegs folded under
them like cats while a horde of men attacked them with
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axes in the moonlight . . . . The animals made no move
to avoid the blows, uttered no cries as if their great
bodies were made of cork, sinking deep under every
thrust. Whole members were being hacked off as painlessly, it seemed, as when a tree is pruned. The
children were dancing about in the moonlight picking
up the fragments and running off with them into the
lighted town, great gobbets of bloody meat. The camels
stared hard at the moon and said nothing. Off came the
legs, out came the entrails; lastly the heads would
topple under the axe like statuary and lie there in the
sand with open eyes (4:119-122).
Wherever a sampling is taken in the setting of the novels,
there is the horrible, the grotesque:

the child prostitutes,

the holy men driving daggers through their cheeks and setting
11

fire to themselves,

male prostitutes with powdered faces

and long flowing hair . . . 11 (2:268).

This selected Alex-

andria of Durrell seethes with the maimed and ugly, the perverted and diseased.

But this is only the setting that

underlies and punctuates the doers of the novels, the characters.

And these characters, as does the setting, abound

with deformities and infirmities, with the ghastly and the
grotesque, for they, too, form a part of this final pattern
of the grotesque.

They, too, provide vehicles for this

motif of the macabre.
Virtually all the characters in the novels suffer
from some infirmity or deformity, whether this be physical
or mental.

And, if this is only implied at one particular

point in one of the novels, it will be exactingly delineated
in another.

These aspects of the grotesque occur within and

to the various characters, both the major and minor are
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affected, and may appear at first analysis as just a part
of the description, as it may have first appeared with the
setting of Alexandria.

But any critical analysis shows the

constant, almost bruising quality of the repetition of the
motif of the grotesque.

And this pressure, this exposure,

is brought to bear upon all.

None escape.

The Hosnanis, rich and influential, appear to live
in a fairy tale world, but Justine, regarded by Pursewarden
aS

II

a tiresome old sexual turnstile through which

presumably we must all pass" (1:115), presents a picture of
total sexual depravity.

But to be promiscuous is not of

sufficient strength to totally carry the motif.
additionally, raped as a child.

She is,

And if this were not

enough, she is, toward her middle age, forced to become
only a distortion of her former fairy tale self:
. . . She had placed a bright patch of rouge on each
cheek-bone which showed up sharply against a deadwhite overpowdered face . . . . I saw her left eyelid
dropped slightly, threatening to transform her expression into something like a leer . . . . "I had a small
stroke" (2:48-49).
Nessim, Justine's gentle, handsome, aristocratic husband,
deals in killing and murder, even fratricide, but he too is
finally caused to become a part of the motif's pattern in
an active way, for "there was a bad air-raid; he lost one
eye and a finger" (2:18).

Leila, the Hosnani mother, once

known as the "dark swallow" for her great beauty, was made
to suffer the ravages of

11

•••

confluent smallpox--

14
invented perhaps as the cruellest remedy for human vanity
. . . melting down what remained of her once celebrated
beauty . . . . Then: 'It is an odd experience to look upon
one's own features full of pot-holes and landslides--like a
familiar landscape blown up!

111

some clumsy cartoon creature:

(4:58), leaving her" • • •
a cartoon of animals dressed

up and acting as human beings • . . her uncombed and
straggly hair hanging down the back of her neck . . . And
the dark skin, so cruelly botched and cicatriced by the
smallpox, looked coarse as the skin of an elephant .
pitiably grotesque" (4:283).

And finally, the ugly, dis-

figured Hosnani, Narouz:
His upper lip was split literally from the spur of
the nose--as if by some terrific punch: it was a
hare-lip which had not been caught up and basted in
time. It exposed the ends of a white tooth and ended
in two little pink tongues of flesh in the centre of
his upper lip which were always wet . . . He had grown
a ragged and uneven moustache over his upper lip, as
someone will train ivy over an ugly wall . . • (1:68)
--two little pink frills of flesh (4:13).
This Hosnani, in keeping with his physical deformity,
caused equal ugliness wherever he went primarily through
the adept and calculated use of his hippopotamus-hide whip.
He mutilated bats and men and dogs and chickens.

Whoever

and whatever were weaker than he and had occasion to cross
his path were dealt with:
Narouz' arm shot up, the long lash uncurled slowly on
the air and then went rigid with a sudden dull welt
of sound, a sullen thwack, and laughing, the rider
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dismounted to pick up the mutilated creature, still
warm and palpitating, its wings half-severed from
its body, its head smashed. He brought it back to
Nessim in triumph . . . (1:71-72).
The motif of the grotesque and the macabre threads
its way in all its various forms and adaptations throughout
the novels.

No single character is excused from suffering

some manner of disfigurement, or is omitted from classification as an example of some sort of perversion.

Capodistria,

who "has the purely involuntary knack of turning everything
into a woman; under his eyes chairs become painfully conscious of their bare legs.

He impregnates things . .

Women feel like birds confronted by a viper when they gaze
into the narrow flat face with its tongue always moving
across the thin lips" (3:38-39), boasts a "tremendous
library of pornographic books, superbly bound" (1:131), and
expects to find solace in his old age as his father did before him:

"When he was very old he had a model of the per-

fect woman built in rubber--life-size . . . . She could be
filled with hot water in the winter'' (3:33,35).

Melissa, a

prostitute, has one collapsed lung from advanced tuberculosis, but must ply her trade in order to feed herself and
Darley.

The "virtuous Semira" (4:151), with whom Amaril

falls in love, has been ravaged by "a rare form of lupus-a peculiar skin T. B." (4:152), and has been left without a
nose.

Mnemjian, the barber, is a hunchbacked dwarf with a

violet eye and is rumored to be fantastically attractive to
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women, for he says, "This, touching the unsightly hump with
pride, excites them" (3:37).

Little Toto de Brunel, "the

darling of old society women too proud to pay for gigolos"
(1:25), is murdered:

"The hatpin from Pombal's picture hat

had been driven sideways into his head with terrific force,
pinning him like a moth into his velvet headpiece" (1:211).
Memlik Pasha, the Egyptian Minister of Interior, who "Once
when he was threatened by impotence . • . went down to the
prison and ordered two girls to be flogged to death before
his eyes while a third was obliged to refresh his lagging
spirits" (4:257), also "personally witnessed every official
execution, and trembled and spat continuously.

Afterwards

he called for a syphon of soda water to quench his thirst"

(4:258).

The one-eyed Hamid.

The blind Liza Pursewarden

with her incestuous love affair with her brother.

The

parade of the grotesque is unending and the treatment
unrelenting.
Even those characters who seem unmoved and untouched
by the sordid are involved in its ugliness.

Clea, the

artist, friend and confessor to all, seems to be basically
removed from any debasement or ugliness.

She is unaffected

for she is interested only in art:
For some reason or other my friend ffialthazay is not
content with the normal slipshod method of recording
medical anomalies by photographs. He is pursuing some
private theory which makes him attach importance to
the pigmentation of the skin in certain stages of his
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pet diseases. The ravages of syphilis, for example,
in every degree of anomaly, Clea has recorded for him
in large coloured drawings of terrifying lucidity and
tenderness . . . have all the values of depicted
human faces--abdomens blown like fuses, skin surfaces
shrunken and peeling like plaster, carcinomata bursting through the rubber membranes which retain them
. . . . Before her, seated half-crouched upon a wicker
chair, was a big-breasted sphinx-faced girl, with her
skirt drawn up above her waist to expose some choice
object of my friend's study • . . . Clea's capable
and innocent fingers moved back and forth upon the white
surface of the paper, surely, deftly, with wise premeditation. Her face showed the rapt and concentrated
pleasure of a specialist touching in the colours of
some rare tulip (3:130-131).
Unaffected and removed as Clea may seem, she is more
involved with the grotesque than she would appear.

Although

she is able to calm men's mind~ for the greater part of her
life she has had no desire for a physical relationship with
anyone other than a female.

When she finally achieves an

attachment to a male, she becomes pregnant:
I entered a clinic and went through with it.
Afterwards the kindly old anaesthetist called me to
the dirty sink to show me the little pale homunculus
with its tiny nails and members. I wept bitterly.
It looked like a smashed yolk of an egg . . . (2:112).
These are only selections of the various characters
who are disfigured, dismembered, mutilated, handicapped,
and physically ugly, and who are involved in series upon
series of grotesque and unnatural situations:

incest,

homosexuality, Lesbianism, prostitution, suicide, rape,
child-rape, murder, violence, self-destruction, promiscuity,
ad infinitum.

There is no manner, no aspect of the macabre,

the grotesque, that is not touched upon, dissected, and
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analyzed, either in relation to the characters or to the
setting or to both.

III.

THE CONCEPT OF REALITY

Throughout the novels comprising The Alexandria
Quartet, all matter and manner of the motif of the grotesque are presented.

Durrell, the author, presents the

aspects of this motif in its various stages of analysis as
more than a fragmentary element of the form of the novel.
Instead, the qualities of the grotesque become a guideline
of the art and purpose of the novelist:
Art, like a skilled masseur on a playingfield, is
always standing by to help deal with casualties; and
just as a masseur does, its ministrations ease up the
tensions of the psyche's musculature. That is why it
always goes for the sore places, its fingers pressing
upon the knotted muscles, the tendon afflicted with
the cramp--the sins, perversions, displeasing points
which we are reluctant to accept. Revealing them
with its harsh kindness it unravels the tensions,
relaxes the psyche . . . . Art is the purifying
factor merely . . . (2:142).
Through the constant touching of "sore places," which
results in a forced recognition of the sordid and grotesque
aspects of humanity, Durrell is attempting to force an
involvement on the reader--an involvement he cannot ignore.
The use of motifs, subtly and deftly woven through the
bodies of the novels, provides the insistence necessary to
cause analysis of these motifs.

With the constant, probing

analyses into the realm of the subject matter of these
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repetitions, no one would be able to see life and humanity
as he wished them to be, but instead would be literally
forced to recognize them as they are in their totality--at
least as they are in terms of Durrell and what he considers
reality.

All the sordid aspects of humanity, all the ele-

ments of the disfigured, dismembered, and ugly attain insistence of recognition through the unavoidable, undeniable
vehicle of the motif.

This form demands recognition, and

when the recognition occurs, the reader must "know."

The

motif of the grotesque is made evident so it will be evident.

The reader is made aware so that he will be aware.
Throughout the novels of the Quartet, and by specific

means of the use of the motif of the grotesque, there is an
obvious and profound plea for man to be made to realize.
Man cannot be allowed to remain in oblivion to the reality
of humanity and its effect upon him.

He cannot see only

what he wishes to see; he cannot live, as Balthazar accuses
him of doing, " . . . by selected fictions" (1:140).

Man

must not be allowed to delude himself--he must see the
truth about his world, and thereby about himself.

But

these "selected fictions" make life less painful.

It is

much more simple to accept life as one would have it be.
In this way there is self-protection.

However, once there

is even a hesitant, glimmer of recognition that life is the
"selected fictions 11 that once were called "truths," there
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can be no escape from the direction this discovery has
established.

A search for the totality of life, reality,

must be undertaken, and truth must be uncovered, no matter
what its form.

But there is, coupled with the recognition

of the reality as it is discovered, also a recognition of
the pain involved in this realization.

Pursewarden, who

is said to know reality and the truth admits,
hurts to realize!

11

(2:138).

11

Yes, but it

Consequently, some, after be-

ginning to search out truth through the reality they are
becoming aware of, halt the search, for the pain becomes
greater even than the anticipated positive result of
finally knowing.

Justine, who complained, "There is never

enough light 11 (3:70), fanatically sought for her lost child.
She wanted no stone left unturned, no question of the
child's ultimate state left unanswered.
truth and its reality above all.

She wanted the

But when the facts were

presented and the events surrounding the disappearance of
the child were made known to her, she resisted:
I wanted him to deny a truth which I so perfectly
knew to be true, so that!_ should not have to change
~ outlook.
I would not be deprived of sorrow, if
you like; I wanted it to go on--to go on passionately
searching for what I did not dare to find . . . and
for a long time I still went on automatically searching until underneath I could stand the strain of
truth and come to terms with it (2:145).
Justine knew that no matter how desirous she was of discovering

11

light 11 and the truth, whatever truth she dis-

covered would be infinitely more painful than the
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"selected fictions" she had previously lived.

She also

knew the reality of this weakness in herself--this inability
to continue to seek the truth she knew was available to her:
"Perhaps our only sickness is to desire a truth which we
cannot bear rather than to rest content with the fictions we
manufacture out of each other" (2:60).

Justine knew of the

existence of truth, but she "hated to hear the truth
spoken" (3:26)--she did not want to know.

But, of course,

she was, by the recognition of her "sickness, 11 given no
choice.
Pursewarden, often the direct vehicle for the
author's philosophy, in his omniscience knew of the difficulty and pain that could and would be encountered in any
search for truth through reality.

He, therefore, is used

as the instrument which prods his fellow artist, Darley,
into an understanding of reality and truth.

Pursewarden

feels Darley is at present immature in his recognition of
the truth, but he also feels there is a fragment of hope in
this would-be author that would allow him to become a purveyor of the truth to carry on when he, Pursewarden, leaves
off.

It is this fragment of hope Pursewarden recognizes in

Darley that leads him to write his highly philosophical,
open letter to his

11

Brother Ass" (2:125), Darley (2:125-154).

The "Brother Ass 11 letter of Pursewarden becomes the
fulcrum of Darley's maturation process, for in this
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treatise Pursewarden recounts the various degrees of acceptance there can be in the search for truth through reality,
and he challenges Darley, artist to artist, intellectual to
intellectual.

Darley has frequently recounted to Purse-

warden his desire for knowledge and truth, and his seeming
inability to master the methods of achievement, and Pursewarden uses this basis to taunt Darley about the validity
of his desires:

"How much do you really

~

how much more do you care to know?" (1:22).

to know . . .

Pursewarden

additionally, intending to shame him, offers Darley an avenue of escape from whatever painful revelation the truth
might disclose:

"Even to be half-awake among sleep-walkers

is frightening at first.
(2:64).

Later one learns to dissimulate!"

Darley, as Pursewarden known, is not to be denied

his eventual, ultimate knowledge of truth, and Pursewarden,
therefore, no longer taunting this fledgling, offers Darley
a glimpse of what life will be when the truth is finally
made known:

"Only realisation l

One day you are going to

wake from your sleep shouting with laughter.

Ecco!" (2:138).

Darley now knows he can and must continue to face reality,
for this reality will allow him to uncover and recognize
truth.

He must look at all aspects of life and of humanity,

and he must be willing to accept the total picture of this
life.

Through this method of search, he and his counterpart,

man, will ultimately know.
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IV.

THE CONCLUSION

In the final analysis, and considering the over-all
picture established by the four novels, the motif of the
grotesque, the macabre, in The Alexandria Quartet does more
than cause a recognition of such elements in and aspects of
humanity.

The motif additionally causes the reader, and

man if you will, to ask questions--questions difficult to
ask:

"Why was this element of the grotesque not recognized

and accounted for previously?" and "Why have I never before
accounted for the totality, and therefore the reality of
humanity?"

Once these questions have been asked, there is

the realization that the motif, a device, has a greater purpose than simply to cause a recognition of the aspects of
the motif itself.

Durrell, through the device of the

motif, wants to cause an understanding of his "age-old
truth."
Durrell, through the motif, forces the recognition
of the multitudinous facets of humanity, evidenced in its
many and varied forms of the unpleasant as well as the
pleasant, by manipulating the application of the grotesque.
As a result, humanity is rendered more real, more true.
But this is only a part of the purpose.

Just as the motif

is vehicular as a minor aspect of the form of the Quartet,
so is the major form of the four novels--that of the continuum.

The vehicle of notif provides for the recognition
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of reality, but the vehicle of the continuum permits this
reality-recognition to become the truth.

Certainly there

is the plea throughout the Quartet to recognize reality,
but the continuum with its "modern frame" for a world
abounding in complexities defies the concept of reality.
What is "real" to the "people" of the Quartet?
stitutes fact?

What truth?

What con-

In terms of the very framework

of the continuum, in which the characters must act and react,
what appears as fact or truth in one instance is proved
entirely false in another, only to be recontradicted in a
third.

And the characters themselves are aware of this.

Balthazar, justifying his Interlinear which destroys most of
Darley's

11

facts," insists, "Truth is what most contradicts

itself . . . . What a farce it all is" (1:101).

Clea, too,

derides Darley's belief in empirical knowledge:
I think, my dear, you have a mania for exactitude and
an impatience with partial knowledge which is . . .
well, unfair to knowledge itself. How can it be anything but imperfect? I don't suppose reality ever
bears a close resemblance to human truth . . . (2:119).
Even Pursewarden, who has challenged the intellect and
artist in Darley to follow the paths of reality which ultimately lead to truth, seems to frustrate Darley in his
search:

"Who dares to dream of capturing the fleeting

image of truth in all its gruesome multiplicity?" (2:136).
But Darley, once he has recognized reality and chosen to
follow its lead, finally understands the truth that is
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resultant in this search:
Blind as a mole, I had been going about in the graveyard of relative fact piling up data, more information,
and completely missing the mythopoeic reference which
underlies fact. I had called this searching for the
truth . . . the whole pointless Joke. Ye~ Joke! I
woke up with a start and swore. If two or more
explanations of a single human action are as good as
each other then what does action mean but an illusion
. . . ( 2: 176).
Darley, as does the reader, finally and ironically
discovers the truth of Durrell.

Man, when he is eventually

caused to recognize a life and humanity apart from his
"selected fictions," searches for the reality that must
therefore exist.

However, this search, arduous and painful

as it is, results only in the discovery that reality and
its resultant truth, like the humanity they mirror and
interpret in this modern world, are relative.
reality is relative, it cannot be reality.
revealed truth of our time is relativity.

And if

Thus, the
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APPENDIX

APPENDIX
A.

JUSTINE

Justine is the first of the four novels of The Alexandria Quartet.

Justine, a major character of the Quartet

and of the book of her name, though by no means necessarily
the major character,

is introduced not in any chronological

sense, but indirectly through a young writer and teacher,
Darley, who, at the beginning of the novel, is living in
seclusion on an infinitesimal Greek island.

He is remem-

bering, and through his remembering is writing a novel
about Alexandria and about the "truth" of Justine.

Darley

met Justine after she had married Nessim Hosnani, a rich,
Coptic landowner and banker, and after Darley had for some
time been living with Melissa, a tuberculer Greek dancehall
girl and prostitute.

Shortly after the meeting, Darley and

Justine have an affair.

Darley, in his knowledge of the

matter, feels the beautiful, Jewish Justine is in love with
him although she concurrently enters

into an affair with

Pursewarden, an English novelist of repute who holds a
minor post at the British Embassy.

As the story of the

novel is presented, Justine is painted as a nymphomaniac
who can achieve no true love or love relationship because
she is afflicted with the Check.

This check was, according

to a novel about Justine by her first husband, the French
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Arnauti, originally caused by her rape as a child in the
streets of Alexandria, and for this reason each of the men
who becomes her lover is alternately entranced and challenged
by the desire to free her from her psychological affliction:
Arnauti, again according to his novel, could not contain
her; Darley tries valiantly to hold her but is constantly
hampered in any forthright attempt by his guilt feelings
for the injury he is doing Melissa who loves him; Pursewarden does not really care, for he is apparently only living for the moment, but he is intrigued by her manner nonetheless.

Throughout all this, the patient Nessim is waiting

and watching.

Justine realizes he is spying on her and hav-

ing her watched professionally.

Even when she and Nessim

invite Darley to the Hosnani's summer home for a visit, and
where the Darley-Justine relationship continues, Nessim is
the obvious, patient, rational husband.

The surface calm-

ness of this suspended situation is broken when word comes
that Pursewarden has committed suicide for unknown reasons.
In addition to these several love relationships that
are progressing, there is a constant undercurrent involving
other individuals who live and conspire in Alexandria, and
whose actions bear both indirectly and directly on Justine
and her retinue:

Balthazar, the homosexual Jewish doctor

who is Justine's dearest friend; Scobie, a former British
sailor working for the local government who "has tendencies"
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about young Negroes; Clea, the beautiful, wise painter who
has had a relationship with a woman which has left her
interested in men only for their conversational qualities;
Capodistria, the lecher, who apparently does nothing but
love women; and Narouz Hosnani, the recluse, hare-lipped
brother of Nessim who remains on the family's estates and
allows Nessim to care for the financial and social affairs
of the family.
The novel ends with the yearly shoot on Nessim's
estate to which Darley, and most of the rest of Alexandria,
is invited.

Justine warns Darley his life is in danger at

the hands of a jealous Nessim because he is aware of the
extent of their relationship.

But, surprisingly, Capodis-

tria, not Darley, is shot and killed.

Darley hears of the

death at the base camp, and at the same time learns that
Justine has disappeared--obviously escaping from Nessim.
Darley also learns, shortly after the shoot, that Melissa
had a brief affair with Nessim and had a child by him just
before her death.

The child was named Justine.
B.

BALTHAZAR

In Balthazar, the second novel, the basic information recounted in Justine is again presented, but it takes
on new meaning through Balthazar's "Interlinear.

11

Darley,

in seclusion on a small Greek island, has sent Balthazar a
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novel (presumably Justine), and Balthazar has returned the
manuscript with the corrections, additions, and changes he
refers to as the "interlinear" to Darley's novel.

Bal-

thazar, by means of this "interlinear," hopes to show
Darley how wrong he was in many of his facts and observations, and instead he will present the "real truth" of
"what actually happened."

Balthazar is highly condescending

toward what he considers Darley's incorrect and stilted
viewpoints.

In the first place, he insists, Clea has had an

affair with some woman, and this is not simply hearsay.
And secondly, the actions of Nessim and Justine merit more
careful analyses than Darley has accorded them, for there
is the suggestion they are "up to something," for Cairo
gossips are saying this.

As Balthazar develops his inter-

linear, several minor characters enter the action and
several other minor characters are more closely developed
than in Justine (Toto de Brunel, Scobie), primarily due to
the selection and isolation from a different point of view.
As Balthazar rambles in the interlinear, he affords
much new and much different information:

Justine had told

Clea she was marrying Nessim because his vast sums of money
would allow her to trace her lost child; Leila Hosnani, Nessim and Narouz' mother, is mentioned as is her former
beauty which was lost to smallpox; Narouz, who practices
constantly with his hippopotamus-hide whip on bats and dogs,
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is passionately and unrequittingly in love with Clea; Cohen,
the furrier from whom Darley "stole" Melissa, has been
secretly working for the French in Syria; and, Capodistria
was not the man who was killed at the duck shoot--some
replacement of bodies was made and Capodistria has simply
disappeared.

However, these are only small bits of informa-

tion to show Darley the strength of Balthazar's knowledge.
The most important of Balthazar's "truths" concerns Darley's
misconception of Justine's feelings for him.

According to

the interlinear, Justine was only using Darley for a pasttime, for it was Pursewarden she truly loved although Pursewarden rebuffed Justine at every opportunity.

She, thereby,

became the agressor and stalked Pursewarden, trying to
achieve satisfaction for her obsessive love.
After filling Darley's now altered novel with his
interlinear, Balthazar recounts, in the final section of
the novel, much of the intrigue and activity of the annual
Carnival, at which time dominos are worn to provide complete anonymity.

The most strange occurrence of the carni-

val was, undoubtedly, that Toto de Brunel was murdered
while wearing Justine's identification ring, and Narouz
sought refuge with Clea at her flat, telling her he murdered
Justine for her indecent advances toward him.

Clea was at

first perturbed by this information, but after finding it
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false, was only disgusted with Narouz' confession of his
love for her.
C.

MOUNTOLIVE

Mountolive, the third novel, and "a sibling to
Justine and Balthazar," is what it purports to be:
of Mountolive.

a story

This novel is of a different form than the

first two, being "a straight naturalistic novel in which
the narrator of Justine and Balthazar becomes an object,
i.e. a character."

It is, additionally, the only of the

three ''spatial" novels in which Mountolive actually appears.
But, different as the form may be, the actual matter of the
novel, the incidents, the characters, the times and places,
are the same.

Only the point of view has changed.

David Mountolive, at the beginning of the novel, is
a young, handsome Britisher beginning the arduous climb in
the diplomatic service, and for this reason becomes a house
guest of the Hosnanis for several weeks to learn Arabic.
During the stay, Mountolive begins a love affair with Leila
Hosnani, the mother of Nessim and Narouz, which lasts but a
few weeks on the physical level, but for many years at the
elevation of a love-correspondence.

Mountolive, during

this time, develops a fast friendship with Nessim and additionally inc~rrs the secret and vehement hatred and
hostility of Narouz for having been Leila's lover.

Leila's
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love for Mountolive was to him the love of a beautiful, perceptive, intelligent woman whose marriage to an older man
had been arranged for her; Leila, on the other hand, knew
her love for Mountolive was for the country he represented
more than for the man himself.

To complete the picture of

the "eternal triangle plus," Leila's husband, one evening
toward the close of Mountolive's stay, lost his temper and
allowed Mountolive to see the true hatred of the British as
harbored by the rich, intellectual, but no longer influential,
Christian Egyptians (Copts).
Many of Mountolive's experiences in the years following are recounted through his faithful and loving correspondence with Leila, who besides being a confidant in a
profession with so few of them available, provided Mountolive, again through letters, with a guided education and
social polish which would stand him well in later years.
As Mountolive was working his way up the diplomatic ladder
to the post of Ambassador of Egypt, he came to know a young
man named Pursewarden, an author, and his blind sister in
England, and formed with them a sympathetic, lasting
friendship.
Immediately upon his appointment to Egypt, Mountolive
learned of this great intrigue and deception involving his
government there, and of the undercurrent of treachery
against the British, only to discover, finally, that his
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friend Nessim had been secretly running arms and munitions
to Palestine.

In fact, as the story unfolds, the real

reason Justine has been intimate with Darley was in order
to discover through him whatever Cohen might have told
Melissa the French knew of the Copt's (Nessim's) activities.
And, along the same line, her relationship with Pursewarden
was, likewise, to tap whatever intelligence he might be
party to as a member of the British diplomatic corps, and
to additionally use Pursewarden's friendship with Mountolive in whatever manner possible.

Pursewarden's suicide,

in terms of this novel, is seen not as an act of frustration or artistic eccentricity, but instead as an escape
from the knowledge of his inadvertent treachery both toward
his country and toward a good friend:

Pursewarden had let

his friendship with Nessim blind his diplomatic purpose,
for he had not satisfactorily investigated a formal diplomatic charge against the Hosnanis.

However, even in death

Pursewarden's loyalties were divided, for he warned Nessim
that he had been forced to tell Mountolive of the Coptic
plots.

Nessim's plotting, becoming so evident in the

latter part of the novel, is his whole life, and his foremost ally and helpmeet is Justine.

So, again in this third

novel, the Justine-Nessim relationship is exposed in a far
different light--they have a firm respect and love based on
a desire to strengthen Palestine, the last frontier in
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Europe--an area to which the Copts could escape should the
Egyptian Moslems force the situation.
With Nessim's exposure, albeit a slow one through
Moslem channels, the entire plot is dissolved, and Justine
and Capodistria, a compatriot in the plot, disappear according to plan, as does Leila.

Narouz, who is supposed to

follow his family into exile, has become more than a Coptic
nationalist--he has become a religious fanatic, and his zeal
and fervor indicate he must be permanently removed.

Leila,

in the last rush before she leaves, finally meets with
Mountolive, a meeting which has been many years in the
offing, and he cannot believe, upon seeing her, that this
aged hag is the woman he has loved for such a long time.
As the novel ends, Narouz has been set upon and mortally
wounded.

All he asks for in his dying moments is Clea, who

is disgusted by the situation and by Narouz, and will not
come.
D.

CLEA

Clea, the last of the four novels comprising The
Alexandria Quartet, is a "sequel" to the other three, and
the action of the novel takes place some time from them,
perhaps seven to eight years, and toward the end of World
War II.

As the novel begins, Darley, and Melissa and

Nessim's child, Justine, have been recalled from their
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retreat on a secluded Greek island to come back to Alexandria.

Nessim now wants the child with him although he is

no longer rich and influential, for the Palestinian plot
was discovered, and now Nessim is only allowed to work a
few days a week as a chauffeur.

Justine, herself, is under

house arrest, and it appears to the newly-arrived Darley
that there is no love between these two, such as Balthazar
insisted upon--in fact, there is nothing but apathy on the
part of Nessim, and hatred from Justine.

Clea, too, has

changed, primarily through the maturation of her painting
style and partially due to an affair with a doctor which
ended in abortion.

Darley has also changed significantly,

for, according to Clea, he is much more mature, secure, and
handsome.

Thus, both these former lovers of Justine now

find a relationship existing between themselves.

Liza

Pursewarden, meanwhile, has come to Alexandria to gather
material for a biography of her brother and has fallen in
love with Mountolive.

Mountolive returns this love even

after discovering Pursewarden and Liza had had an incestuous relationship and the child from this union had died.
Because of this incestuous love affair, Liza is positive
Pursewarden's suicide was caused by their incest:

parti-

ally due to a feeling of guilt, and partially in order to
free her for her relationship with Mountolive,

Capodistria,

too, is back in Alexandria, alive and well after the ruse
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of his death at the shoot enabled him to escape the failing
Coptic plot to arm Palestine, and additionally to allow him
to escape bankruptcy.
In addition to a reintroduction to the several major
characters who have coursed their ways through the three
preceding novels, several of the minor characters, often
introduced briefly but at several times in several places
in the Quartet, have complexities and difficulties resolved
in this novel:

Balthazar has made a fool of himself over a

young, Greek actor and has attempted suicide, but has recovered; Pombal has been made French Ambassador and has given
up his woman-loving ways for his Fosca although she is
married and pregnant by her husband; Scobie, killed on the
docks while dressed as a woman, has been immortalized and
sanctified as both a Coptic Moslem saint (El Scob, El
Yacoub).

And the golden Clea has, to all evidences, fallen

in love with Darley the man and Darley the artist, but meets
a terrible near-end when she is shot through the hand by an
underwater fishing harpoon accidentally discharged by Balthazar, and is pinned to an undersea wreck.

Darley,

utilizing the only method of saving her life available at
the moment, hacks off her hand--her painting hand.
To conclude the novel, and the Quartet, there is mention made of probable futures for several of the more dominant characters:

Clea, fitted with an artificial hand by
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Amaril, her former lover, can now paint more effectively
than before; Pombal has recovered from the loss of his
Fosca, who was mistakenly shot and killed by French sailors
in the harbor, and is to be sent home to France; Darley
feels that he now has matured sufficiently and knows enough
about life to be a successful literary artist; Mountolive
has married Liza and has been appointed to the "plum of his
profession,

11

the Ambassadorship of France; Nessim and

Justine have bought their way out of Moslem arrest, and are
heading for Switzerland where Nessim had the foresight to
hide most of his fortune; and Alexandria continues as it
has always been.

